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LIASIS GRAY, 1842 (REPTILIA, SERPENTES): PROPOSED
DESIGNATION OF LIASIS MACKLOTIDUMERIL& BIBRON,

1844 AS TYPE SPECIES. Z.N.(S.)2439

By Andrew F. Stimson {British Museum ( Natural History ) , London

SW75BD) and Samuel B. McDowell {Department of Biological Sciences,

Rutgers University, Newark, NewJersey 07102, U.S.A.)

Gray (1842, p. 44) proposed the generic name Liasis for three species

of python, without designation of a type species. Two of these species, Liasis

childreni Gray (1842, p. 44) and Liasis olivacea (sic; note feminine ending)

Gray (1842, p. 45) were described as new (and are recognised today). The
third included species was Liasis amethystinus (sic; note spelling and mascu-

line ending), said by Gray to be the 'Python amethystinus, Schn. Schlegel,

Phys. Serp. t.f.', i.e. Boa amethistina Schneider (1801, p. 254) sensu Schlegel

(1837, p. 419).

2. The first designation in a vaUd form of a type species for Liasis was

that of Desmarest (1846, p. 337) who wrote: 'Quatre especes entrent dans ce

groupe [following the revision by Dumeril & Bibron (1844, p. 431)]; le

type est le Boa amethystina Schneid., Daud., dont on ignore la patrie'.

Desmarest's designation appears to have been overlooked by all subsequent

workers.

3. Since its inception Liasis has been accepted almost universally as

the correct generic name for the species childreni and olivaceus. The species

mackloti Dumeril & Bibron (1844, p. 440), papuanus Peters & Doria (1878,

p. 400), albertisii Peters & Doria (1878, p. 401) and perthensis Stull (1932,

p. 26) have also been consistently referred to Liasis. Boa amethistina on the

other hand has not been consistently referred to any one genus, having been

placed in Liasis by about half the zoologists, including Dumeril & Bibron

(1844, p. 433), Gray (1849, p. 91), Jan & Sordelli (1865, pi. VI), Peters &
Doria (1878, p. 399), Stull (1935, p. 391), Loveridge (1948, p. 268), de Haas

(1950, p. 520), Kinghorn (1956, p. 71), Worrell (1963, p. 97) and Stimson

(1969, p. 23) and placed in Python Daudin (1803, p. 434) by the remainder,

including Boulenger (1893, p. 83), Zenneck (1898, p. 31), Werner (1900, p. 73

and 1921, p. 235), Barbour (1912, p. 191), de Rooij (1917, p. 24), Burt & Burt

(1932, p. 563), Worrell (1951, p. 23) and McDowell (1975, p. 52).

4. Wefeel that to accept Boa amethistina as the type of Liasis would

be most unsatisfactory. Apart from the immediate change of Liasis (sensu

McDowell, 1975, p. 31) to Bothrochilus Fitzinger (1843, p. 24, type species by

original designation Tortrix boa Schlegel, 1837, p. 22), future stability will be

at risk to possible changes in generic assignment of the species Boa amethis-

tina and Tortrix boa. The latter was first assigned to the genus Liasis by

McDowell (1975, p. 31) having been placed in the monotypic genus Bothro-

chilus (or its junior objective synonym Nardoana Berg, 1901, p. 289) by all

authors during the previous 60 years.
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5. Webelieve that is not obligatory to accept Boa amethistina as the

type of Liasis since in our opinion the Liasis amethystinus included by Gray
in his new genus was not the same species as Boa amethistina Schneider. Thus
we have a case of 'misidentified type-species' in the sense of Article 70(b) of

the Code.

6. When referring 'Python amethystinus' to Liasis Gray stated

'Inhabits India. Mus. Leyden'. The type oi Boa amethistina Schneider was in

the Bloch collection in BerUn, as stated explicitly by Schneider, and 'Mus.

Leyden' must refer to the source of Gray's material. Whether Gray borrowed

material from Leiden, visited Leiden, or based his account on Schlegel's

description in 'Phys. Serp. t.f.' of certain specimens in the Leiden Museumis

unknown, but Gray's diagnosis o{ Liasis would exclude the Boa amethistina

of Schneider, as well as the Saparua Island specimen figured and described by

Schlegel as Python amethystinus; but Gray's diagnosis would include certain

specimens referred (wrongly) to Python amethystinus by Schlegel and

described by him as variations possibly induced by climate or difference in the

soil. These specimens, collected on Timor and Samao by H. C. Macklot and

S. Muller, were in the 'Mus. Leyden' and part of the 'Python amethystinus' of

Schlegel, thus fitting Gray's brief identification of what he understood that

name to mean. The disposition of Macklot & Miiller's specimens has been

recounted by Brongersma (1968).

7. However, Schlegel's identification of these Timor and Samao
specimens was incorrect. Dumeril & Bibron ( 1 844, p. 440) later referred these

specimens to a new species, Liasis mackloti. Gray's separation of Liasis from

Python was based on the lack of pits in the rostral and anterior supralabial

scutes in Liasis, in contrast to deep pits in the rostral and anterior supra-

labials of Python, and it was this very character that Dumeril & Bibron used

to distinguish Liasis mackloti (with rostral and anterior supralabial pits

very faint) from 'Liasis amethystinus' (with deep pitting of the anterior supra-

labials and rostral). Dumeril & Bibron state that their (Paris) specimen came
originally from the Leiden collection; it is quite possible that this specimen

was considered the least valuable in the Leiden collection (because not

typical) and thus the specimen to donate to another museumor, before that,

to hazard in a foreign loan, such as to Gray in London. The internal evidence,

from Gray's own description, indicates that the snake Gray examined, in the

wrong belief that he had the 'Boa amethistina' of Schneider, was the Liasis

mackloti of Dumeril & Bibron; Gray may, indeed, have seen the specimen

(MNHN1625; Paris) designated by Brongersma (1968, p. 57) as lectotype of

L. mackloti. Gray would have easily missed the error, for the identification

had been made by Schlegel, the foremost authority on snake taxonomy at the

time, and Gray had no material of true Python amethistinus for comparison.

8. Thus Gray's inclusion of amethystinus in Liasis was based on a

specimen or specimens of Liasis mackloti and it would seem appropriate that

this, the species actually before Gray, be declared the type.

9. As to the gender of Liasis, Dumeril & Bibron (1844, p. 442) gave

Gray's 'Liasis olivacea' the masculine form olivaceus, in agreement with
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'amethystinus', and if a 'first revisor' rule is applied to determining the gender

of a name with no classical derivation and which the original describer

treated as both mascuhne and feminine in its first publication, then Liasis can

be taken as masculine. This has been the usage of all subsequent authors

except Gray himself, who still in 1 849 (p. 9
1

) treated the gender ambiguously,

with 'amethystinus ' and 'olivacea ' both included. However, it should be noted

that Gray used the masculine ending only for a specific name that would not

now be included in this genus. Fixing the type of Liasis should also be

accompanied by a fixing of this generic name as masculine.

10. The Commission is therefore requested:

( 1

)

to use its plenary powers to set aside all previous designations of

type species for the nominal genus Liasis Gray, 1842, and to

designate Liasis mackloti Dumeril & Bibron, 1 844;

(2) to place on the Official List of Generic Names in Zoology the

name Liasis Gray, 1844 (gender: masculine), type species, by

designation under the plenary powers in (1) above, Liasis

mackloti Dumeril & Bibron, 1844;

(3) to endorse on the entry in the Official List of Specific Names in

Zoology for mackloti Dumeril & Bibron, 1844 that it is the type

species o{ Liasis Gray, 1842 by designation in (1) above.

Postscript

Since we originally submitted this application Cogger et al. (1983,

pp. 200-201), in the belief that Boa amethistina Schneider is the type-species

of Liasis, have placed Liasis in the synonymy of Morelia Gray (1842, p. 43)

and revived Bothrochilus for those species usually placed in Liasis. These

authors' actions were based on an assumption that amethistina as the type of

Liasis cannot be construed as a misidentified type-species in the sense of Art.

70. They state 'Had Gray nominated amethystinus as type-species of Liasis,

his designation might have been regarded as based on a misidentification

and therefore subject to resolution by the International Commission on

Zoological Nomenclature. There is no ambiguity, however, in Desmarest's

designation of the nominal species amesthistina of Schneider as type-species

of Liasis and although it might be argued that Schneider's amesthistina was

not among the originally-included species in Liasis (and therefore not eligible

as type-species under Article 69(a) of the International Code of Zoological

Nomenclature), we believe such an argument could not be sustained, and we
regard Boa amethistina Schneider, 1801 as vahdly designated type species of

Liasis Gxdiy, 1842.'

Wedo not accept this argument. Article 70 explicitly states that it

concerns species that an author '(1) refers to a new genus when he establishes

it, or (2) designates as the type-species of a new or of an estabUshed genus.'

Boa amethistina Schneider was misidentified by Gray when he referred it to
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his new genus Liasis and it therefore became a 'misidentified type-species'

as soon as Desmarest designated it the type. Whether or not Desmarest

correctly identified the species is immaterial.
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